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ABSTRACT 



This paper examines the needs of young children in the 
Caribbean region with an emphasis on early childhood development programs in 
addition to early childhood education. The paper maintains that the first 3 
years of life are critical for brain development; parents and caregivers 
should be enabled to provide appropriate experiences, and children have a 
right to develop to their fullest potential. Early intervention prior to 
entering school has long-term effects, and the results of research in the 
United States and in Turkey are cited. The paper also points out the moral 
and social values connected with early childhood intervention, and the role 
of early intervention in helping children benefit from primary education. 
Additionally, a wealth of research points to links between improving the 
levels of schooling and economic productivity, especially by enabling 
increased labor force participation by women. The paper notes that early 
childhood education and development (ECED) reduces social, economic, and 
gender inequalities, and is especially important in Caribbean countries, 
where one- third of all children live in poverty and fall quickly and 
progressively behind more advantaged peers. Additionally, ECED may enhance 
social equity through improving boys ' school preparation and improving 
expectations for girls' achievement. Early education and development can also 
provide a focus to mobilize poverty eradication efforts. The paper cites 
increased child survival rates, changing family structures and childrearing 
practices, rural -urban migration, growing participation of women in the labor 
force, the challenge to men to participate equally in nurturing and household 
contexts, and the relevance of schooling content and methodologies all as 
reasons for increased investment in ECED programs. (KB) 
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1 . The first three years of a child’s life are critical for their 
development 

At no point in the development of scientific research into the development of the human brain has there 
been a moment such as the present for proving that this statement is true. Recent research shows how 
the electrical activity of the brain cells changes the physical structure of the brain. “There is a timescale to 
brain development, and the most important year is the first 1 ”. A child’s brain needs the stimulation of 
experiences in the environment from birth in order to develop to its full capacity. What this means for 
children deprived of such stimulation is that their brains suffer. 

“Experience is the chief architect of the brain 2 ” 

Children who don’t play much or who are rarely touched develop brains 20% to 30% smaller than normal 
for their age. For a child who has experienced abuse or emotional neglect, the effects may be impossible 
to erase at a later stage. Before birth, changes in a child’s environment in the womb caused by the 
mother’s malnutrition, drug abuse or viral infection can damage developmental processes resulting in 
epilepsy, mental retardation and other negative effects on the brain. 

Parents and carers can be enabled to provide the experiences 



The development of high quality ECED programmes can at least arrest negative brain development and at 
best provide the environment for the development of the child to his or her full potential. Where could 
programmes start except with the parent or child's carer? The research data show the importance of 
hands on parenting, of finding time to cuddle a baby, talk with a toddler and provide infants with stimulating 
experiences. Even if we cannot change what happens before birth, we can change what happens 
afterwards. Scientists have described these first years as providing sensitive points, like “windows", 
through which it is possible to make critical inputs in a child’s development to shape and stabilise brain 
development, and create long lasting structures. In addition, unless micronutrient and protein-energy 
malnutrition is prevented or corrected by age two or three it is very difficult to reverse the damage later. 






A child’s development is more than a need; it is a human right 

Bob Myers in the The Twelve Who Survive 3 , and in a number of subsequent publications including those 
specifically looking at needs in the Caribbean, makes eight arguments for investment in ECED 
programmes. His first argument is a human rights argument: children have a right to live and to develop to 
their fullest potential. In this context, most Caribbean Governments have ratified the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child which promotes not only the survival but the fullest development of every child. This 
recent research demonstrates how we cannot ignore the environment within which children are born and 

1 NEWMAN F, (1997) President of the USA Education Commission, quoted in same article , p35. 

2 PERRY B. Dr. , (1997) Baylor College of Medicine, Houston, as quoted in Time Magazine, 10 February, p39. 

3 MYERS, R.G, (1992) The Twelve Who Survive. Strengthening Programmes of Eartv Childhood Development In 

the Third World. London. Routledoe. 1992 
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live in the first years of life, and their right to conditions which afford them their rights as human beings, in 
thinking about the implications for ECED programming in the Caribbean, what more persuasive argument 
do we need for not only support to parents but for good, affordable day care? It “is not a luxury or a 
fringe benefit for welfare mothers and working parents but essential brain food for the next generation’’ 4 

2. Early intervention In the years before school entry has long term 
effects. 

The scientific argument for investment in ECED programmes is based not only on the immediate benefits 
for the child and its parents, in terms of the development of intelligence, personality and social behaviour, 
but on the long term outcomes and benefits in terms of the child’s ability to contribute to the community 
and the nation. 



Rich experiences really do produce rich brains 

It is becoming increasingly clear that well-designed pre school programmes can help many children 
overcome glaring deficits in their environment. If the opportunity to provide programmes of high quality 
is not tost, the new environments created can model children's minds in the ways in which Caribbean 
societies aspire. There is solid research in support of high quality ECED programming from across the 
world, perhaps the most well known of which is the Highscope/Perry Preschool longitudinal study s which 
followed a set of disadvantaged African American urban children exposed to a high quality ECE 
programme , and a control group, for over 20 years. The test groups at age 27 were interviewed and with 
corroborating independent data produced the following findings: the experimental group had 1/5 to 1/3 
the arrests of the control group, received less welfare assistance in their adult lives, had higher school 
achievement and literacy scores, had 1/3 more numbers graduate from high school, made more 
longlasting marriages, had fewer out of wedlock births and displayed greater social responsibility. Positive 
results similar to those of the Perry study came from a longitudinal study providing parent training at home 
and in groups in tow income urban communities in Turkey. The impact of the improved parenting skills 
was still measurably strong when the subjects were found ten years later - measures such as higher 
participation of the father in family life, higher grade achievement and better school performance of the 
students. 8 



Surely this is also an issue of moral and social values? 

Yes it is. As Bob Myers points out in his social and moral values argument, " through children humanity 
transmits its values. To preserve moral and social values - or to change them ‘for the better’ - one must 
begin with children. Values such as living together harmoniously or appreciating and protecting the 
environment begin to take hold in the preschool years and can be promoted through childcare and 
development programmes”. In the examples of the studies in the USA and Turkey, the child’s 
experience of the stability of family life supported by high quality ECED Programmes and the associated 
confidence and self esteem which comes with achievement, assisted them to break the intergenerational 
cycle of family breakdown (of which crime, poverty and low academic progress are contributing factors). 

Can children benefit from primary school without previous enrichment? 

Most Caribbean governments only begin their formal investments in people with major public expenditure 
for primary education, after critical shaping has already taken place. Despite high primary enrolment in the 
English speaking Caribbean, much more could be achieved to reduce primary repetition and drop out 
4 NASH. M.J. (1997) Fertile Minds . TIME Magazine, 10 February 1997, p.40 
6 HIGHSCOPE Educational Foundation (1 964/1 9921 Study of 123 African Americans born in poverty 
8 KAGITCIBASI, BEKMAN and GOKSEL (1995) A multi purpose model of non formal education in Coordinators 
Notebook, The Consultative Group on Early Childhood Care and Development, New York. 
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